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-During writing conferences, many teachers impose
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prior knowledge about the topic can be very helpful4O a teacher in
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conference sight fOcus on what the student knows about the topicand

.knowledge rhow, aspects of that .knowledge are related to each other,. A conference
focusing on the linguistic. or organizational aspects of a paper can
be helpful foi students who, know agoodideal'about a topic and haVe
thoUght.it through already. CHNO !
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WHAT STUDENTS KNOW AND, WHAT THEY WRITE:

WAYSTO FOCUS A WRITING CONFERENCE

Judith A. Langer

University of California; Berkeley

. ,

SoMqimes.writing conferences,pOseproblemsfor teachers. Sometimeg

it's.hard to know what to say,'and'sometiMes it's' extreme). difficult_
\ ,-,

for the, student to 'get the "message." Many conferences e id up With the

teacher doing the talking and the showing (and even the thinking) while
;

.
.

the student tries to understand what the teacher is'talking about h

1

. . -

. .

that relates to what has'been.writton,,and what needs-to be chang

.

to comply.with the teacher's suggestions. Helpful response to tudent_

11,

writing is sufficiently difficult that anumber of reSparche s and

/
74

Writing educators are beginning to spend more time attempting to Under-,

stand the = process -to make it a more successful instructional activity.

In the June issue Of theNetwori Newsletter, Nancy Sommers examined wayg

in which teachers unwittingly "appropriate" their students' essays and',
. 1. .

impose their own ideas and attitudes on them. While this can be inhibiting

and perplexing for the student, often teachers aren't sure how else to'

help their students arrive at changes which will improve their writing.

Because conferencing is an issue with many facets, this paper will focus'

on only one-kind of-writing conference -7 that which takes place when the

student is engaged in some-form of inforiationai writing. It.will examine
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ways in which personal knowledge about a topic affects the language,
W- s. . ,

...

organizational structure, and coherence used by particular writers.
,

.°

Writing-across-the-curriculum as.an approach to learning suggests that

activities in writing cannot be isolated- frori tfle-subjeot Matter itself.
.0

the experience of writing is ,a function of the purpose; personal commit-

ment, and 'of all the information-that a writer has stored in'memory which
, ,

N .
.. .-

is potentially available for use in a writing experience. As teachers

i
*

of writing we-knowdi'hatcnowledge about .a topic is critical o the
. .

-
manner in Which a paper -is Written. When we've been asked to write,

we've oftendreadedthe "ordeal." We've engaged in a particular:kind of

.
struggle when the topic of our paper was one with which we weren't.too

.
,

/familiarii or one which we hadn!t 'had time to really think through. Td

like to suggest that the entire idea of memory (whit is knOwn the \suggest
. , ., % . . \

'sophistication of that-knowledge, how that knowledge is orgin-kzed in -\

1

memory.,, and how accessible it ,ii to the 'individual) direct* affects any
, . N. ,

composition why.it works or why it doesn't. Becaube such knowledge so

. 1 go. '

directly helps shipe,the.paper,.oUr understanding or assessment of-What.

.: ,- ..

a student knows about a topic can be very ,helpful to a teacher during a
, -

Conferende: It will shape the conference an eventually shape thepaPer.

<
O:as well.

:

To get a better view cf -ow memory operates, lets look at such activities

as brainstorming or free asSidciatign. As teachers of writing

that brainstorming is alpowerful pre-wr ting activity because

4'. 1ti ,
4

we know

it helps
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students draw Upon previous experience to disco'er what might be -relevant
--

about.their Writing topic. :The strength of brainstorming is4that it
, .

3

, , ,

' p e rpermits each writer to search his or hecmn memory aoersonal know-

,. ledge to use iri the writing task. Thoseof us who have.particiPatea in

or conducted a brainstorming activity know th2Ispmetimes nothing comes.
g .

to mind= and whsn Somethinglinally does it may seem tangentiAl...to the*
.

, .1 t
,

stated topic. At other times many ideas come to mindand these seem
)

. .
,

. ,3.-- ' ---k .
.

to 'lead us along a path of richly.related ideas: Most often however,
,.

A

0

.

we finCourielves'at pats in-be
.

People who know little

.

,

ut a topic generally- provide very tangential
f

,

responses to, brainstorming or free association probes. On the otter ,

'. * ,,Z"-----, ii,

hand, when they know a good deal aboutd.topic their responses are gen- ..

.v% , - t

.-

.
erally coherent, well organized,: and at a high level ofconceptualization.

, -
4' . S..

41

.

If we-examine student papers we can readily see that when.students write ,

to a topic about which they know a gooddeal, the language, Organization,
.

and coherendCL their work is likely to be good; Conversely, when- -

students, know little:about-a topic Oheir language, orginization,. and
., ,:

coherence is likely to seem tight, restricted, and Contrived, or to fail,

. .

apart .altogether. When students have little knowledge or are nimilling

to risk stating the ideat they do have, they may voice gross generalities

.4(

is

C

or abstractions without examples or enriching.- illustrations. At other

times their writing is fragmented; they often write their associations,
0

dxamples-,,and descriptions in the form of lists with few explicit conr

: 4
neotions amongtheir.ideas.

I,

0
5
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Students who ,kniow_litttestsiut W.teiic.need_kspecial kind tf, conference

tiiia, one
i
focussing' direct *Nn ftildiug,,ideas or concepts- hetng

,

.written-aboutt Such: studen,te may need conference tipe.whicfi is primarily
. f?;

concerned witW the presentation and development,of nee information,

n
.

In die,course of this conference it may become apparent
-

that a student

knows so little .that 'simply. amplifying the, topic will inevitably.
i

,

.
prOve futilwl. Ind such cases the teacher may need to *vide sILggestionsl.

k 1 . .

, .

for sources of further information to be consulted before even'et;empting

k 4, k a

to revise the writing, Sources migheincludedirect-instructiln, another

t

:,student, a film, or the library (In some 'cases it mar even De more

productive to suggest an altei-nitive topics)
.14

1
.

When-stUdents do know- something about a toic-but haVent thought it
14'

through thoroughly:, the first Area often serves.as a 'way tOkevelop:

A
ideas, They-ieem to know someof the attributes, can cite examples

. . i'

%-
.

associated with the topic, but are not sure if or how tht Parts fit;

; -- -

.together, ?In this case, a productive conference,might focus on what

' . .

,

. the student knows about the topic, and rit4 aipecti of that tnowledie
' 4 i ,

a

. roleare :related Ocadh other, 'The teachers role in this type of
I v .

.., ' =I.... .'
erende-iiAolleap*tht,student think through themajor topic,

.-,0.., , . .,
. i-P ". / ' ;,- .,

identity' .some iniiiiWeviing detail:I, and i gine dw all tRe.pieces

'fit, Whil.6 this type -of conference deals With topic - related

,
knowledge, the student can also be helped to. begin refiringthat.

knowledge with.thespecifii writing tusk inmind, Since the first

Irsft in this case productive step in beComing Urare
. .

knowledge and tilationsftiOs, it it$mportant'that self reflection about

..
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. .

the, in§ights gained from the conferencing experience be, as,the
.

next step inrefilltng thePaper. 'When topic-related knowledge is the
1

.,

.

....,.%
/ .

..,

'focus of the conference
i
Often the 1#nguage, content,_and structure

l'

of the-paper-will improve. together on later drafts.
.

. . .

With students-whb know a good deakabout'a topic and have thought it.
. .

through already, a conkerence focussing.on the linguisticor organizational
-

.

- . ,.
.

. .
. .

aspects of the paper can°be,helpfill. Their knowledge will usually lead ,'

--- , .
them to make good. use of example ew-and associations in their'uriting,

.

.providing the elaboration and embellishments necessary tO,makea paper

. . \
J,

)
work well. Forthem the conference can focus onteacher-and student"

judgMeits about how the details might lest be oiganizedrwhich 'words Or
_ }1

4, phrases night be changed for specificity and-impeot,.and what might be.

changed to help it-cohere more strongly.
-

't A consideration °Show thoroughly thewiter has thought through the-,
i, ,

material can help bOth the.studelltand the- teacher focus the conference
. L

' -

.
1

,. , on one particular aspect of thepaper -- either the topicor-the:-Manner

1.

of presentation. It helps students think-about what they know, what

:', . -- I , 1

they think is importI rt-to write about, and how 'they think things are.-

,

re
ff elated. ie also encourages them to give examples and descriptions of

.
t% i,

what they meanrto says.' Such considerations can change.theconference

from teacher "telling' to student !'showing:" Similarly, the teacher's

role changes from !'teller" to "concerned other" who helmthe-stud"in

reflect on,'expana, and evaluate what is known andthow to writ&'about

r 4

_

"
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This type of conference can be particularly freeing for- both teachers'
. . / .i' . . 0

.and students... Witt teacher. as "tiller" students are often' uneasy. When
. .

engaged in' informatibpal writing_ they often hold back information.. They

hesitate4to,give examples or share their associations when they aren't
. .

t . . , /-
,absolutely,c rtain whether or where things fit--when they're still

, 1, .
'.:. -

7 .

, . i'..V thinking ings through.. Unfortunately, these are the kihds 6f :ideas
g ..- -. .. .. . (....- ,

that ne do b l 'TheyThey have the potential to ityprovide461ar
, ... . ..-

... for te writer 'and can help the paper become more Anteresting,:-inore aliiT..
. . .

distg.riction between topic .and presentation is hardly new. However,'
. ..-

many teacherii consider -prestntatiorrat the punctuation and sentence level _

,R.'', ..
*. .-

alone....and save these for the editing stage. Others try to da,it ill at -.;,',1./: .....1.
.

.go ,once- -to deal!with topic and presentation as _separate issues in the sane
\ i

. : 1....
.1 . .

-.Inference. What I have been suggesting-is!qualitatively different.. The,
..--.

., . . s..
lOyel of a student's topical knowledge,direk

b

ly affects the language, content;
11'3 - .

. ._
. ...and .,atru ture of -the written compos ion., Conferences can. take at least,

, .. . -.

-three if ferent pathi depending on how much a student knows about --a topic,`,, . ( ..

how Well it is organiZed; and how' accessible that knowledge is for the./'./ ' istudent to use. WherCa.student iknows- very little-about theNtopici the. ;: ..,,, : . . ,

>

teacher should focus on providing some new information. If this fails-. -
. .

to help-the student make- '.'sense" of,the topiC,\tdd data-gatheFing

or a new topic maybe necessary: If a student hair some knowledge about

'. a topic but the information is either incomplete or "muddy," the discussion. .

needs to focus on developolent and organization of ideas. When the student
. 6,--,,---

is knowledgeable about a topic and has thought through major relationships,
-...

the 'conference can then- focus on the manner in which those ideas are presented...

on the l'sirrfaces! features` df the paper.

-,
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.1.f conferences are app &with these

teachr inn_haire a cleikek undeistanding
.

mitt and the studeiit may
.

of what to do next. t,

V

Y _

*

'I

.1

distinctions
"

of yhere to focus the.'

emerge with a clearer idea
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